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County Agent’s Notes:

September 16, 2002

New Farm Bill is filled with “detail devils”.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Specialized Agent – Agronomy
Mississippi State University Extension Service
As the November signup deadline approaches, farmers are being forced to face the maze
of detailed regulations connected with the new farm bill. I still feel that the new bill is an
improvement over the previous legislation, however it must first be understood in order to used
to the best advantage by everyone concerned. The “catch” is that the selections made this
November, before anyone really understands the bill, will be in effect through the life of the
legislation.
For crop producers, the big question will be which option to select with regard to
upgrading of bases and yields. A fact not discussed during the debates prior to passage of the
law is that the landowner and not the producer must make the decision. This greatly
complicates the issue since much of the land that is farmed is rented land. Many landowners are
unfamiliar with dealing with all the regulations, having left the “red tape jungle” to be negotiated
by the farmer.
In lieu of making the decision, the landowner may give the farmer a limited power of
attorney so that the farmer can execute the necessary documents. In effect, USDA has placed the
farmer in a very precarious position with this since this affects every aspect of the business of
farming, from the acquisition of financing to the marketing of crops. All may and hopefully will
go well with getting this accomplished, but USDA has placed itself between business entities
that may have worked well together in the past. Some farmers regard this as an invasion of
privacy.
A reality of farming today is that most farmers, particularly new ones, can’t afford to buy
land with the profits that can be made in agriculture. Land prices today are more related to
nonagricultural uses than to agriculture. Land for recreational use or development is worth far
more than it is for actual production agriculture, consequently land is usually rented rather than
purchased. The tables have turned, and someone other than the actual farmer is making the
decisions about cropping plans and land use; no wonder farmers are concerned.
Another discouraging fact connected with the phase-in to the new farm bill is that USDA
personnel are being instructed not to “advise” program participants on selecting options, leaving
this to landowners and farmers to sort our for themselves. Other organizations, including
Extension, Farm Bureau, and others are offering information such as computerized optionselection models to assist people, but these tools are based on second-hand interpretation of the
bill. Decisions that are made by landowners using these and other sources of information will be
subject to changes from USDA, which may create “surprises” later when corrections can’t be
made.

Probably the most significant change that has come with the new farm bill is the
inclusion of an entire section, (Title II) to deal with conservation issues. This Title is included to
deal with he greatly increased funding intended for conservation practices; an 80% increase over
the previous farm bill. The existing programs, CRP, WRP, WHIP, and EQIP have been greatly
expanded, and two new programs, CSP and GRP have been added. Sorry about the acronyms,
but you will see them in more detail if you study the bill as you should. In my opinion, the most
significant change is the CSP (Conservation Security Program) since this is not a set-aside
program. Payments will be made for implementation and maintenance of conservation practices
on working farmland. We should have had this many years ago; it could have preserved the
viability of agriculture in areas where it has virtually disappeared. Maybe it’s not too late for
some areas to utilize this new program.
As farmers begin the harvest, the clock is ticking toward November when the big
decision on updating bases and yields must be made. This is perhaps the busiest period for
producers, and they will not be able to spend much time studying the bill. We in Extension will
try to offer as much information as possible, but ultimately landowners and farmers must make
the choices. The only way to stay on top of the process will be to study the bill as much as
possible and attend meetings where qualified people present current information. My field of
study has been Agronomy, not Farm Policy, but I will attempt to help as much as I can. Please
be patient and hope that by the time documents have to be signed a clear picture of the Farm Bill
will be available. The authors of the legislation did not intend for it to be confusing; hopefully
these problems will be resolved soon.

